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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:02]
TW:

Today is Thursday, April 21, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Reed Capener, Direct of
Events Services at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the COVID
Collection Project.
Good afternoon, Mr. Capener.

RC:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So when did you start your career at Utah State University? And what were the various positions
you've held during your USU career?

RC:

If I may immediately break protocol, I first want to thank Todd Welch for the effort that's gone
into this. This is great. Thank you for what you've done. So let me go on the record from the
beginning with a quick thank you.
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Now if I may ask to repeat the question?
TW:

So when did you start your career at Utah State University? And what were the various positions
you've held during your USU career?

RC:

As a student, I started as a student employee in 2004, and that was with the Athletics Marketing
Department. I had a friend that was working and I had just been a transfer student from
Oskaloosa, Iowa on an athletic scholarship. I chose to switch to an academic scholarship that
Utah State had offered me. So I transferred from William Penn University to Utah State
University and immediately began working as a freshman in 2004, again, with the Athletics
Department in the marketing. And I also worked with Campus Rec a little bit at that time for a
little bit of extra spending cash, of course. I worked for seven years, from 2004 until 2011.
I finished my undergrad at Utah State in pre-physical therapy. They extended me an offer to
continue the tuition reimbursement or tuition stipend, in which case I completed my masters
degree while working with the Athletics Department in the marketing department, and I
graduated as a bachelors of science in 2011.

[00:01:55]
At that point I departed the university and I came back and worked back in the Athletic
Department from 2013 until 2018. May 15th of 2018 it was. At which point I was offered the
position of Director of Event Services and the opportunity to help build a new department that
would integrate a lot of processes across a lot of different parts of campus that had similar
processes, but different ways and different mannerisms. So May 15, 2018 was the date at which I
assumed the role in which I currently sit.
TW:

So administratively, when we're talking about USU Event Services, what are the number of staff
at Event Services? What are the types of services that you offer?

RC:

A quick nutshell, I suppose. A little bit of an etiology from 2018 to present. 2018 the staff
included and was absorbed by directive of President Noelle Cockett at the time. The directive was
for Event Services to be an integration and a coordination of several existing parts of campus.
Even Services came from the Facilities Department. The Tutelage and Stewardship of Billing
Operation and Maintenance of the West Stadium Center, Maverick Stadium as well as the Dee
Glenn Smith Spectrum came from the Athletic Department. We also had the directive to – at the
time, the Alumni Department had moved from what was currently previously known as the
Alumni House. It is now known as The David B. Haight Center, because the Alumni Department
moved into the new Welcome Center that was built in coordination with, I believe, the USU
Credit Union.
So The David B. Haight Center operation came in, all the green spaces across campus came under
the scheduling. A Central Scheduling Office was created at the time.

[00:03:55]
And about six months later, we also were given the directive of the Taggart Student Center.
Operation Maintenance would also come under Event Services. And originally we also had ticket
operations from Athletics and the Caine College of the Arts were integrated day one as well.
So from 2018, the team consisted of probably about 24 to 30 full time, and about 200 part time. I
had neglected to include also that the University of the Inn Conference Center at that time was

also changed to the University Inn was a standalone entity as an auxiliary at that time, and the
conference management portion of it was integrated under Event Services at that time. About
2020, around September, a merger was considered and executed with catering. So university
catering came from USU Dining Services and was merged with Event Services. And then several
months later, summer of 2020 – that was prior to the catering merger – the University Inn came
back under the auspices and the umbrella of Event Services.
Currently, as of today, April 21, 2022, we have about 45 full time staff members. And if we didn't
have the hiring issues we were having right now, in a perfect world we would have about 300 part
time staff. As that currently sits, we're about a fraction of that. We're probably closer to about 50
to 60 part time staff right now.
TW:

And what are the types of events that are organized or hosted by Event Services?

RC:

I hope you have a lot of tape for this one. I'm just kidding. That's one of the best parts of the job,
right? Is by giving the directive that we were given to integrate the contracting, the risk
management of all different types of events, we've been able to be involved with a wide variety of
events.

[00:06:05]
In one day I get to be fortunate enough to work a wedding, a football game, and a symphony all
in one day at times. So with the broad array of different venues in which we've been allowed
stewardship and been fortunate enough to be involved, everything from a Caine College of the
Arts event, which in and of itself is extremely varied, piano recitals, jazz ensembles, percussion
ensembles, senior recitals, recording sessions, some major voices, some major instrumentalists
that come, symphonies, choirs, all the way into where I kind of cut my teeth in athletics. Having
over 150 just athletic events a year from a football game, to a gymnastics banquet, to an NCAA
[National Collegiate Athletics Association] Cross Country regional championships. And then
again, coming all the way full circle into a third party in which there are not a lot of events that
we won't consider. For the most part, we have a conversation with just about any. We've had
comedy hypnotists in The Lyric just a couple weeks ago. As long as there's a clear tie with the
critical and core mission of Utah State University, we are pretty willing to entertain that. The only
exception we've been given to present is we don't do combat sports for the most part.
TW:

Do you work with the Summer Citizens Program or any of the youth conferences or athletic
camps that go on at the USU campus?

RC:

Summer Citizens specifically is in its 46th year of its inception, and that is a really intriguing
story. That began at Rick's College, which is now known BYU [Brigham Young University] in
Rexburg, Idaho, and it grew and fledged quite well there. It outgrew the space, and it was
transferred to Utah State University.

[00:07:59]
And we are fortunate enough not only to get to be involved with it, we have ownership of that
program. As far as Event Services, most of our involvement is facilitation, coordination,
execution of events. We do own outright two programs. One is the Summer Citizens Program,

USU COVID-19 2022: REED CAPENER

3

and we also do own our Youth Programming that we do that is a non-denomination youth
summer, for the most part, summer camps.
As far as athletic camps, we could definitely talk a lot more about that. It's an interesting story.
They are technically third party. They've had very different LLC's. Each coach typically creates
his or her own LLC. We've had the Student Oral Camp; we've had the Craig Smith Camp.
Typically, it will be under the auspices of an LLC. It is a true third party. At the same time, it's
very mission critical. They are not allowed to use university logos, word marks, but they are
allowed to use university spaces as it does tie critically to the core mission of Utah States to target
audience. We love having the youth on campus. We love having them step foot on campus, have
a wonderful experience on campus. And technically we just described the mission of Event
Services. The more people we can bring to campus, the more engagement we're able to have. At
current state, our key word in the mission of Utah State is to be one of the nation's premier land
grant and space grant institutions through learning, discovery and engagement. And we really key
in on engagement. The goal of Event Services is to allow the researchers to research and be
amazing at researcher, to allow the teachers and the instructors to be amazing at instruction and
teaching. And our sweet spot is that engagement. Our goal is to bring as many people to campus
to enjoy the resources of campus as possible, of course while following Utah's system of higher
education, Board of Regents policies and state of Utah law.
[00:10:06]
TW:

So the typical year, let's say academic year 2018 – 2019, what was the amount of revenue
generated by Event Services?

RC:

I'll have to double check on that. Ideally, as a hybrid auxiliary, we are a break even entity. We are
not allowed to be a for profit. Our costs are close to about 1.3 million in resources. Mostly that is
full time labor cost. So ideally, we would be at about 1.1 to 1.3 million. We have a limited
amount of educational governance, or ENG funding that does come through based on some of our
staff and some of our locations. Every building's a little bit different. Every building's funded a
little bit differently. I don't want to waste your tape with too much on that. But for example, the
TSC [Taggart Student Center] is a split funded, student funds. Student funds don't go to fund all
of our buildings. University Inn is a complete auxiliary with the exception of the first floor that
houses our Disability Resource Center. So there are some ENG dollars that do go into support the
utilities, the water, the heating, the resource that it take to keep just the first floor. And that's
weighted based on the square footage. The Eccles Conference Center is uniquely an ENG funded
building that was built around 1980 with the Kellogg Grant. The same grant that funded the
University Inn and the Big Blue Terrace, if I'm not mistaken. So each building has its own story.
The other side of the spectrum is the West Stadium Center that was built – I believe our first
game was September 1, 2016 against Weber State. We did win that game. That was a purely risk
venture. That's a 30 year bond if I'm not mistaken. That had zero campus dollars go into that. That
was purely based on risk, and the recovery system has to cover the bond deficit on that one.

[00:12:02]
So that building receives zero campus support as far as financial, so we have to cover the cost of
that building to continue to exist.

TW:

So let's transport ourselves to the spring semester of 2020. March 13, 2020 President Noelle
Cockett formed the COVID Task Force, and began conversations about what the potential impact
of a virus that had become a pandemic at that point because it had reached the borders of the
United States. Although it didn't reach Cache Valley at that time. The decision was made, for
instance, to move classes from face-to-face to remote for the remainder of spring semester of
2020. A lot of students decided to go home and leave USU housing or just leave Cache Valley
and move back to their parents wherever they resided. Campus became a much quieter, stiller
place. I'm wondering what the impact in the spring 2020 semester, at least the second half of that
semester was on USU Event Services?

RC:

I would never propose or presume to draw a correlation between 9/11/2001 and March 13, 2020. I
would never presume to draw a direct correlation and disrespect people involved in December 7,
1941, a day of infamy. But there are a few times that we, in our life, we remember where we
were, right? I remember watching that challenger in 1989. I remember watching that on the TV. I
remember where I was in 2001. There are a few times.

[00:13:58]
And I would never, ever propose to draw a direct correlation as far as tragedy of those who
suffered those days. This is one of those times, however, that we remember quite well, don't we?
Where we were on March 13, March 15, and March 16, 2020. I know I'm getting a little off task
here. But some of the immediate reactions with that were safety, right? We wake up everyday and
we know that we're not surgeons, we're not literally saving lives on a daily basis. We're engaging
students, right? And we're very proud of that. We're very proud of what we do. The reason we get
up everyday is how do I help the students? How do I help the core mission of Utah State
advance? How do I engage people? Everything on that day shifted toward how do we keep people
safe? How do we combine the core mission of Utah State without hurting people? And that had
never been a question in my mind. That had never been a question of how do I hold an event with
this new paradigm? We always consider safety. We have TEEX Training, we have FEMA
Training, we have FBI Trainings. My history in athletics, I have been through many, many
trainings on how to accurately and how to effectively navigate a lightning delay, a weather event,
an unsafe wind storm that blows over a stage. And we've got so many examples that we draw
from from the FBI when they do our trainings as far as county fairs in Indiana that have blown
over, Oklahoma City bombings. How do you navigate human safety? And we have had loss of
life at events. We have had cardiac arrest at football games in which the ambulance has shown up
and we found out that despite proper procedure, fatalities have occurred on campus at Utah State.
[00:16:04]
It's something that we have dealt with and we have prepared for. Our staff has been trained in that
for a long time. This was new. This was different. This was not something that we had anticipated
on a global scale. So much of it had microcosm, so much of it had simple correlative studies that
could be done. How do you properly anchor a stage? How do you properly remove a tent in a
wind event? So much of our upbringing in the events world had easily been correlated to a
previous event that we could learn from. Since 1918, in which a time that I respectfully would
suggest that neither of us had been here for, this is not something that we had – there was not a
manual for this one. There was not chapter COVID. Coronavirus is not new. There's Coronavirus
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in and of itself and has been around for quite some time. We know that. A novel Coronavirus is
something that is definitely something that provided a new challenge.
So realistically, we've got two aspects that we shifted from. The humanity aspect and the business
aspect. From the humanity aspect, we allowed the business aspect to take a quick and simple
backseat. We refunded every deposit that we had. We excused every contract from every blushing
bride that was so excited to get married in the President's Hall, The David B. Haight Center, that
weekend. We quickly and simply exercised and deleted every legal conclusion that would have
hurt them. We released them from every contract. We refunded every dollar and every dime of
every deposit.
[00:18:02]
Over the next two years, we saw a lot of companies be less compassionate about that. The saying
in our office is, “COVID compassion has ended.” As we continue to hold events now, we're
noticing a lot of legal changes. A lot of contracts have changed entirely as a lot of companies
have struggled even just to survive from a business standpoint. Not to be disrespectful from actual
physical survival. I guess I'll clarify. They've struggled to thrive from a business standpoint, so
they've had to be more protective. The COVID compassion from a business standpoint at this
point is effectively over from a lot of our partners. We've had a lot of meetings, a lot of Zoom
meetings of course, a lot of virtual meetings across our partners nationwide, and they are quite
simply less amicable toward postponements, toward impossibility clauses, toward Forced
Majeure.
From a humanity standpoint, that quickly and simply overrode the business decisions. The
business decisions just simply didn't matter. Of course everything was legal, and of course we
would never propose to put Utah State University into a legal bind by doing that. But that was the
first decision that was made. Refund and release contractually anybody that had a legal and
contractual obligation with Utah State from an event standpoint.
Beyond that, it really turned into you mentioned the COVID Task Force that President Noelle
Cockett put together. I recall very vividly sitting in Champ Hall in one of the very first meetings
that week. I believe it was the 16th, so it was probably three days after that. It was Mica
McKinney, it was two or three people to my left. I think Jarrod Larson from Risk Management
was to my left. Sorry, Mica McKinney, Vice President for Legal Affairs.
[00:20:00]
And she turned to me and said, “Who is on campus right now?” And that's my job, right? That
was our job. One of our first directives was to put together essential scheduling software. Robert
Wagner's office under Academic Support Services, they had been using a software called EMS
for a long time for classroom scheduling, and it became very apparent to Vice President of
Business and Finance at the time, which is now Vice President of Financial and Administrative
Services. That has just changed its name within the last 30 days. So Dave Cowley, Vice President
of those services, had given us the directive to utilize that same EMS or Event Management
Software for events with the idea being one master calendar that would hold everything.
Fortunately, we had made some massive headway in that regard. And just across campus, we had
two dates integrated about 37 different schedules across campus, including Taggart Student
Center, Athletics, Caine College of the Arts, Huntsman School of Business was already in there,
all the green spaces. That gave us the impetus to continue toward that.

So to present, I believe we're over 45. We've got most of campus rec, the challenge course, the
ropes course. With the overlying affect of that being police have access to that, Risk Management
has access to that, Office of Legal Affairs and General Council have access to that. So now when
we sit at that Board table, and Mica McKinney looks at me and says, “Who's on campus right
now, and where are they?” we have more access to that information to a safety standpoint. We
don't collect personal data. We don't information share.
[00:22:01]
We know what groups are on campus. We know the general age group, and we know if there was
an active shooter on campus, or if there's another major event, we're able to triage in that regard.
Because when Mica McKinney, the Vice President of Office of General Council looked at me
and said, “Who's on campus?” Unfortunately, at that time our best answer was, “I can tell you
everyone that we know that has booked through our system.” So that changed the major system
across campus. That really bolstered our involvement.
There are a few silver linings from COVID-19. The legitimization and the bolstered impetus of
existence for Event Services is definitely one of those. And I don't mean to sound selfish, but
COVID became an event. When it came to put through COVID testing, how to move that
through, we were brought in very quickly. A quick, wonderful example is New York City, when
they started putting together testing locations, they brought in the facilitators of the New York
City Marathon because event people know how to move crowds. Event people know logistics.
We know and understand the best spaces in which to do things, the best ways in which to have
foot traffic, vehicle traffic, parking, et cetera. We worked with Bear River Health Department
nearly immediately to determine the best locations, to determine the best foot paths. An
immediate transition was our events went from football games, weddings, quinceaneras, student
events to testing, to student testing, and to quarantine.
[00:23:58]
We turned the university and its spaces into quarantine spaces. I believe John Bostock, the
Director of Housing, has been part of this project, and he turned normal housing areas into
quarantine areas. We put together conex boxes. We put together mobile testing units. Oh, man.
We put a sticker on darn near every sittable, standable, or touchable space on campus thanks to
Mike, George, Jarrod Larsen, and the support financially that they received through their
legislative process and through the state of Utah. We brought tons of sanitizer. We ordered every
flavor, scent, variation of sanitizer we could get our hands on. And there was a massive demand
for it, and it became very unavailable very quickly. Very expensive very quickly and very
prioritized. So it was very much thanks to the quick work of Risk Management and Facilities
through the warehouse. Gordon Collins oversees a lot of the warehouse ordering. That Utah State
got a pretty quick front seat toward being able to make sure that our needs were met. We know
that there are a lot of \entities across Utah that were not able to get what they needed, and we
were able to subsidize a lot of that. I'm not aware of any specific examples of which we were able
to ship a pallet of sanitizer anywhere off campus, but we were able to bring people to campus.
And a lot of events were no longer able to be safely held in the locations in which they were
planned. Utah State became a place in which we could safely mitigate a lot of those issues.
[00:25:56]
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That being said, one of our first responses, May 13th, when that directive came down was to – we
hated the C word, right? We hated the cancel word. Was to indefinitely postpone, to politically
correctly put that on it, all third party events. Any third party event that was mission critical or
not, we had to triage, we had to prioritize, and we had to ensure that the mission critical, internal
departments were functioning safely. So we did postpone indefinitely all third party events while
completely shifting our priority to mission critical internal events, department events, student
events. We quickly learned that we needed to walk a very fine line between physical COVID
viral safety and mental safety. And I can't wait to hear Robert Wagner and James Morales' take
on that, because they have been so involved. James Morales, Vice President for Student Affairs,
and Robert Wagner, Vice President for Academic Services. They had been so involved from
balancing that fence line of we absolutely must protect the physical aspect of students while not
compromising the mental health status of these students. We have an impossible job to do, and I
credit those two individuals with never forgetting what could happen if either one of those aspects
had been able to take over the other. I think they had done a fantastic job on that, and I think the
numbers that they can present clearly show that.
I know I'm forgetting a part of the question.
TW:

This is all great information. Were there any staff reassignments or any changes due to COVID?
Did somebody that was doing something for Event Services in one particular aspect be asked to
transition to another aspect?

[00:28:04]
And what did that look like, and what kind of conversations did you have with your management
team and your staff?
RC:

Yeah. Wonderful question. And I can say quickly, we were very fortunate to not lose or furlough
or have to terminate any full time employees. And I know that has not been the case in the private
sector, so how fortunate we are to be able to take a breath and say that phrase that not one full
time Event Services employee that chose to stay was not afforded that opportunity. We did have
one that took another job elsewhere. Our administration put together with information from
Human Resources. They did offer a voluntary separation package, and one of our employees,
Linda D’Addabbo– she was one of our biggest rock stars with the summer citizens. She had
already had a three to five year exit strategy as she neared her leader retirement. She took
advantage of the voluntary separation, and it was a good win for her, and we were grateful that
that was a good opportunity for her, as it was available to everybody. So we did lose a couple of
really good people. Not by force. By choice.
You asked a wonderful question as far as how to survive. So from a business aspect, once we got
the humanitarian aspect kind of put together and we found a groove with that, and we found a lot
of ways to mitigate the risk by doing the stickers, the hand sanitizer, the face coverings, a lot of
major large event spaces used for small members of people. Social distancing of course is the
phrase tattooed into our brains at this point. With all the social distancing. Once the humanitarian
aspect of it was working, then of course the next question was how do we survive?

[00:30:00]
From a business standpoint, how do we get through this? Dwight Davis, Associate Vice President
of Business and Finance, again which is now at this point as of today Finance and Administrative

Services. He oversees all of the auxiliary directors. So we rallied all the directors of auxiliaries
quickly to determine what would be—
TW:

So it's got housing, dining, resident life, parking?

RC:

Resident life is no longer part of that, I believe. Board of Utah System of Higher Education,
Board of Regents Policy 550 clearly defines an auxiliary as an auxiliary unit that is not essential
to – sorry, I'm paraphrasing here, so for the record, this is not verbatim – 550 and 553, it's a list of
how an auxiliary is meant to exist without being a burden upon the taxpayer. You can get your
degree from Utah State without ever living on campus, without ever eating on campus, without
ever staying in the University Inn, purchasing anything from the campus store, printing, anything
from Aggie Print—

TW:

Parking?

RC:

Yup, parking. You could get that degree without any involvement in an auxiliary. The auxiliaries
are intended to augment and to enhance the college experience. So those are quite specifically
those. The University Inn, parking, housing services, dining services, Aggie Print, which until
recently was PDP, or Printing, Publication and Design, the campus store, and I'm sure there are
another handful. And every public institution in the state of Utah is listed on there. So Event
Services is a hybrid auxiliary. We are not a tax burden. Depending on the building, some
buildings are state funded.

[00:31:58]
But the University Inn does fall under our auspices, so we are a hybrid auxiliary. So we do meet
as a direct reports to Dwight Davis, and the directors do meet bi-monthly for the most part. We
started meeting much more often. For the most part, virtually. It was Webex for quite a while, and
then that contract shifted to Zoom. So now we also have tattooed in our brains a Zoom meeting.
Everything has become a Zoom meeting for the most part, and that doesn't seem to be going
away. I look forward to just that outward curiosity in 100 years if virtual meetings are still as
popular as they are. We don't see those going away. It looks very much like virtual meetings are
going to be a big part of events for a long time. There's a quick and strong desire for people to
reconnect, so we do see a lot of events coming back. A lot of people want to meet in person now.
At the same time, a Zoom meeting or a virtual meeting provides a lot of solutions safety-wise.
During those meetings, we were able to discuss a lot of options. We didn't have revenue coming
in from events, but we had all of the outgoing labor expenses. We froze every bit of spending that
we could. Again, prioritization. New computers were not purchased, new desks, new chairs were
not purchased, printing went down. We put pauses on a lot of our softwares. We put pauses on
cellphones, on so many things. And a lot of our companies, a lot of our partners were so good to
work with us on that, because this was a new thing for everybody.
I should also interject. We were given the directive to, for the most part, terminate all part time
staff.
[00:33:59]
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So we did downsize our overall operation by almost all of our part time staff. We were able to
keep a couple of students on that were vastly critical towards renegotiating contracts and really
working with and reaching out to clients on a daily basis. We have so many clients that we were
able to maintain a couple, if not a few part timers.
So with all of the expenses for labor being there, and physical expenses being frozen to the
utmost extent that we could survive, we had to turn the lights on, we had to print a thing or two
still, so we had some expenses. The decision was made to do some revenue sharing and some
employee sharing. So we had one of our senior event coordinators working in - Seth Tarver, he
worked in the campus store as a cashier about 20 hours a week. Michael Burton, our system
administrator, was also working in the campus store, which was great because you'd have a very
high-quality employee subsidizing some of their income with a different department's index, and
it was also able to have a new set of eyes on there. So Michael and Seth over in the bookstore
were actually able to change the way that textbooks were run. They had a fresh set of eyes and
came with a proposal to the campus store, and they actually helped change some of those things.
So that was another silver lining of COVID.
We had people working in dining. We almost had some people driving buses for motor pool, but I
don't think that ever ended up fully happening as a lot of our staff ended up getting shifted toward
COVID efforts at that time. So a few of our biggest players, Brandon Hansen, Justin Williams,
that had come over from facilities, they were on their way over to drive buses, but their
involvement was massive.
[00:36:01]
It was instantly massive for the implementation of COVID processes toward an event standpoint.
Particularly Brandon Hansen became a daily household name across campus of COVID event
processes and overall event operations.
For the most part though, almost every one of our coordinators, anyone who had worked
primarily in an event based role was shifted to a campus role. And in an effort again to subsidize
that labor cost and have some of that – again, we didn't charge their full amount. It was ten to 12
bucks an hour I think that we ended up charging for the most part. They get a quality employee
20 hours a week, and we subsidized that ten to 12 dollars an hour toward the overall hourly rate
that that employee would be making anyway, which of course provided a win-win for two
departments on campus, and a way for us to retain and not furlough all of our full time staff. I
cannot stress enough how amazing it was to know that Utah State University kept us all
employed. That has been massive from one department to be able to say that, and I know there's
so many departments that have been able to say that. From event services, I could say it over and
over again with a cheesy grin on my face that everyone that wanted to stay on board was given
that opportunity and afforded that option.
TW:

You had mentioned something about COVID processes and operations. Could you kind of list
some of the changes that were made to Event Services' processes and operations due to COVID,
and maybe even how it might have been changed or altered over the course of the two years of
the pandemic?

[00:37:54]

RC:

Absolutely. From the beginning, everything was scary, right? We wanted to be so safe that we
left zero room for human error to have any possibility of disease transmission. So for the most
part, events were indefinitely postponed, and that included a lot of on campus. I remember quite
vividly watching on my cellphone as Sam Merrill hit that last second buzzer beater against
number four San Diego State who had spent, I believe, seven weeks as number one in basketball
that year. I watched that from my phone and thought, “This is the year. Right? This is the year.” I
had been in athletics for so many years that of course this was the year.
In my mind, football and ESPN [Entertainment and Sports Programming Network] and CBS
[Columbia Broadcasting System] Sports, they have run so much of our world, and they have been
the deciding factor for so many things. Utah State doesn't pick kick times when ESPN purchases
a game. ESPN tells us when that ball is going on that tee, right? So that's the world that we had
lived in. And these are the juggernauts of industry. And so when Sam Merrill hit that shot and
then the next week, some of the other bigger – I believe Big 12, Big East, SEC tournaments didn't
even happen, that was just absolutely jarring. Those were entities that, from my experience,
controlled everything. They were so well-funded that no one dare step up to the mighty NCAA,
or the mighty SEC, or Big Ten, or Big 12 and cancel something. These were the decision makers
in our world. And so to see the NCAA tournament not happen was one of the first major
realizations that we had that this was going to affect events on a long term scale.

[00:39:54]
The next big indicator was the Olympics. The 2020 Olympics, a juggernaut, a historical, absolute
mainstay of history was postponed. Again, at that point we knew that there would be a major shift
from what we as humans had taken for granted. Surely, we thought, surely football, the revenue
generator of college sports, football would kickoff, that we would have two weeks to flatten the
curve and we would get this thing done, we would get this thing set aside, and that by the time
September 1st or August 28th happened, we would be putting that ball on that tee and we would
kick it off. And when even the mighty NCAA football season was effected, it was pretty set in at
that point. I mean, we had all summer to know that this was going to happen. We heard on the
TV, all the news stations, all of our politicians, which I will try so hard to stay away from the
political aspect of this, all of our politicians said summer's really going to help this virus go away.
The winter always pushes the flu season and the cold season, and this has a direct correlation to
that. So summer's really going to help. And we listened to the news media, and we listened to our
local politicians and our global politicians say, “This is going to be done by the end of summer.”
Right? That wasn't the case. This was new. This was different.
So we took some immediate steps, and those steps did evolve. Immediately, as I retract to my
previous statement, we erred so much on the side of safety. And I don't want to say err, but we
planned, and we executed plans so much to the side of safety that for the most part step one was
cancellation. It was, “We are not comfortable, we do not have enough information to put students
in a room and be able to tell their parents or them that they're safe.”
[00:42:07]
So we didn't do it. Step one was cancellation and postponement. Step two was with the data that
we have, knowing that this is a novel Coronavirus, that COVID-19 was starting to act a lot like
previous Coronaviruses that are not as new and have been studied, we learned a little bit about
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them. The data became more longitudinal, a little bit more long term. And we found out that it
was not as much of a surface area transmission. So what had been Clorox wipes, bottle by bottle
by bottle, we wiped down every space everyday. We were wiping down computer mouses,
phones, doorknobs, any high traffic and any high touch surface. We were going through Clorox
wipes. Every table, every chair, every doorknob between every meeting was being sanitized. We
found out that that was not the highest rate of transmission. It was not physical transmission, it
was not physical touch, and that the virus was not existing as long on solid surfaces as once
thought.
So we moved toward actually holding events. Not just meetings, but events. For the most part, the
major mitigation factors in holding events was face coverings, was social distancing, was signage
and was sanitizing stations. So we put gallons upon gallons of sanitizer, touchless sanitizer for the
most part. The rule of thumb was six feet apart, and there was a sanitizing station just about every
six feet. If we were going to have an event, you had a sanitizing station. Any surface that you
were going to need to touch, there was a sanitizing station in front of and behind that surface.
[00:43:59]
So if you had to open the door, you were able to sanitize your hands before you touched that
doorknob, and again immediately after touching that doorknob. We put down social distancing
stickers all over Maverik Stadium, all over the Dee Glenn Smith Spectrum, on every mirror on
campus about how to wash your hands, in every bathroom stall about how to properly wash and
sanitize hands. So much signage went up across campus. Yard signage went around with a
campaign. The USU Be Ready Campaign through university marketing and communications, in
coordination with legal and the President's office. The USU Ready Campaign came out and we
put up a lot of signage and that was great. That gave us one more way that we felt comfortable
having students hold small events. Face coverings had been essentially mandatory for over a year.
I'm trying to remember what house bill. 1007, if I remember it was, came out essentially revoking
the permission for a state entity to make that, and the state made that decision. I believe it was
house bill 1007. It might as well be framed in my office. We lived on so many state bills that had
come through, and so many governor edicts, mandates, et cetera. Those were our governing
authorities. We consumed information about how to hold an event the correct way, the safest way
possible. And if events were to be allowed and under what guidelines, we had to know. Morally
and contractually, we had to know the guidelines by the manner of how to safely hold those
events.
[00:45:56]
So yeah. Face coverings, stickers, way finding. And by stickers I mean, “Sit here,” “Do not sit
here,” “Six feet away.” Five seats in a row would say, “Do not sit here.” One seat would say, “Sit
here.” And then all of them got sanitized regardless. We brought in the electrostatic spraying
technology to have the deionized water, if I understand the physics correctly, the chemical
composition correctly, to spray down every chair in every room and every touchable surface. And
of course we still have those. The lead time was quite a while to get all of them, but we were able
to get a few, and we were able to borrow from facilities.
As the data came in and the transmission rate was less tied to touch, we were able to hold more
events. We were able to have more people. We used our EMS software to take our normal
capacity charts. Man, we spent so much time reforming capacity charts to take what would
normally have been 300-person room. And that auditorium now had a capacity of 50. When an

event request would come in, or a meeting request would come in, they would say, “We need to
have 100 people,” and we said, “Great. We will put you in the Taggart Student Center Grand Ball
Room that normally could easily sit 800,” but now the max capacity was, if I remember correctly,
around 120. Every room shifted. Every room had a physical capacity shift and we became the
experts on that, both from a seat manifest from major stadiums, to auditoriums. We were able to
assist a lot of campus because we had done it so much that we were able to assist a lot of campus,
specifically in the Caine College of the Arts, to help reconfigure capacities and appropriately put
the correct way finding the stickers, the adhesives, the floor stickers, where you may, where you
should not stand during line cuing.
[00:48:14]
“Please stand here.” Then the next one six feet away, “Please stand here.” And of course
monitoring, helping just get as much information verbally as well. I spent a lot of time with Mike
George at football games out at the student section lineup just helping to inform students of what
the data showed would be safest for them. Because signage is great. We did a lot of signage. It
just helps to have somebody there help explain it too, just to help answer questions. That was
another part of the big humanitarian part of it. Just as far as humanity, people just need sometimes
a listening ear to say, “Why?” And to help explain that. And sometimes it's difficult. Not
sometimes. It is difficult in general to get every aspect of every decision explained. So we spent a
lot of time trying to answer questions, trying to explain the what behind the why, the how behind
the why, the why behind the what, and really just help students understand that they were and
continue to be our highest priority of safety concern.
TW:

So now that we're past the second anniversary of the initial forming of the COVID Task Force
team and the closing of classes to remote or the transition of classes to remote in the spring 2020
semester, do you see semblance of normalcy or returning to pre-COVID times in the operations
of Event Services? Or are there still some lingering safety from both the business side of things as
well as the humanity side of things?

[00:50:04]
RC:

I'm fortunate enough to sit on the Board of the Cache Valley Visitor's Bureau, and we do have a
monthly meeting. So I guess the quick answer is both. There is a desire to maintain safety, and
there is an absolute – if I can go off the cuff, the desire for events has come screaming back. The
studies have used the phrase, “Revenge spending.” People were not able to attend concerts.
People were not able to attend family reunions, even funerals for that matter. The desire to return
to a semblance of normalcy and a sense of social connection has returned with a fury. Just from
the most recent Visitors Board Bureau meeting, 2019 was a banner year for hotel occupancy, for
restaurant occupancy. 2021 and '22 are absolutely decimating those numbers. 2022, those
numbers are up significantly. I believe 30 percent over 2019 for restaurant spending, somewhere
around 27 percent for hotel occupancy. I think I actually superimposed those. I think it was 27
percent for restaurant and 30 percent. And that is referring to tax revenues. But 2019 was
absolutely a banner year for events, for hotel occupancy, for restaurant, for tourism industry. 2022
is absolutely mind bogglingly eclipsing those numbers.

USU COVID-19 2022: REED CAPENER

13

You phrased it so well. The caveat to it is there is still a desire to do it safely. And now with some
longitudinal study, now some real data that we can really sink our teeth into now, people want to
be together.
[00:52:03]
People want to hold events. The desire for events is there. Now we have options. We can do
virtual aspects. We do hybrid events. We do some major conferences around the country with
some of our best clients in the colleges of education, natural resources, agriculture and applied
sciences. We run conference management for some major membership academic conferences.
Some of them are very anxious to meet in person. Some of them are still 100 percent virtual.
Some of them are easing into it with a hybrid aspect. We had UNLA, Utah Nursery and
Landscaping Association. The first week of their normal coursework was totally virtual, and then
they did the trade show aspect in person. So we're easing back into it I think is a good answer to
the question is as much as people want to be back to normal, and as much as we hate the phrase
having been uttered over and over, “The new normal.” We are so sick of the phrase “new
normal,” because no one ever knows what that looks like, and there's been a strong desire to
return to the previous version of normal that we will probably never see again. We won't. We
simply won't, because so many things have evolved. We as humans, softwares, logistics,
operations, processes have evolved to accommodate a new existence. We will never be back to
what 2019 afforded. For better or worse, I cannot opine on that. I cannot and should not opine on
for better or worse. We've evolved, we've adapted, we've pivoted for the most part. No disrespect
for those that have not physically survived. We have lost so many people. So many people.
[00:53:58]
As a species, we adjust. We evolved. We have had to change our survival mechanisms. Events,
again, with no disrespect to the physical human, but the entity of events have had to adapt to
survive. A lot of businesses, a lot of private entities no longer exist as such. A lot of places went
out of business. So I guess going back to the initial question. The steps that had been taken have
been gradual, have been mitigating the risk with the best information that we have at the time. We
do the best we can with what we've got.
So for the most part, yes. People want to be back. People want to coexist. The desire for events
has come screaming back. Softwares, adjustments, evolutions of processes have allowed that to
happen. It will continue to happen.
TW:

You spoke about it a little earlier, but what do you think are the long term mental health impacts
that the COVID experience over the last two years has had on you and your staff and Event
Services? And are they long lasting? Are they things that people will gradually return to a preCOVID sense of safety and awareness? Or what are your thoughts?

RC:

This is going to be very unfair of me to weigh in in this regard without any sort of psychological
credentials, yet will self-award myself a doctorate in psychology from what we've gone through
here. That may be one of the biggest silver linings that COVID and this pandemic has afforded us
is the ability to have some studies, some mental health studies.

[00:56:06]
We have learned that we are social species. We have learned that we do not function forever, no
matter how much bandwidth you have, no matter how many wonderful screensavers you have, no

matter what your home office looks like, we have discovered that we are a social species and
there will always be a desire to be in the same room to coexist and to succeed, especially for
events. Realistically, there has been a lot of good, a lot of environmental good of learning that a
lot of things can shift to remote. There are a lot of parts, even at Utah State University, we've
learned that a lot of positions at Utah State can succeed from a remote standpoint. And how great
is that from a carbon omission offset? Campus resources were less utilized. A lot of the benefit
comes through WiFi now. As long as we've got the ability to have WiFi at home we can save
diesel, we can save petro, we can save a lot of physical resources. I'm not sure we ever would
have been able to study that without the – I'm not saying it was a wonderful way for it to happen,
but at the same time, if it's going to happen, our job is to find the best way through it. And I credit
Utah State as a whole for being what is now an R1 research institution of taking full advantage of
finding out what good can come of this, and finding every silver lining to study that.
[00:58:00]
Mental health I think is one of the biggest benefits that we've been able to analyze. And again, I
can't weigh in with any sort of credentials with any period you'd study that says, “This is exactly
what happened.” But we learned. We had suicides on campus. We had students have a shift, a
paradigm shift that ended their lives. And we can't ignore that. This is going to sound really corny
in 100 years. We did so much right by limiting events, by limiting physical interaction to be safe
that we'd know and we cannot ignore the fact that that has a mental health impact. We had people
choose to take their own life on Utah State University campus property. The causation is
impossible. There's no ways to prove any sort of causation. I'm not trying to say that from a legal
standpoint. I say that as a person who has at least a masters in a science degree. Correlation is
fairly clear. Causation is impossible. The fact of the matter is, is the mental health aspects were
affected by a major paradigm shift. As humans we experienced something that cost a lot of lives,
not from a viral standpoint, from a mental health standpoint and that is global. That is absolutely
a global effect. I wish more than anything that I could weigh in with some absolute data that says,
“This is what will solve that,” that says, “This is what we can do better right now,” and I cannot
wait for the titans of industry to continue those studies to say, “This is what we can do. This is
maybe what we didn't do so well. And this is what will work in the future.”
[01:00:06]
I'm very excited for the Sorenson Clinical Center here on campus to continue their work. I think
we're going to have some amazing research come out of this. And I hate to even think that it was
at the cost of sanity, of life, of what we will call the new normal. It truly was an ancient
civilization at this point that we will never return to. But if it's going to happen, the best we can
do is to learn from it, and to do the best we can to get through it. I don't think I answered your
question very well. I think I got off on quite a tangent there.
TW:

I think that's fine. So is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences at Event
Services during the COVID pandemic?

RC:

I'm sure I have not adequately given an accurate synopsis of it.

TW:

No, I mean, are there any events learned, any successes, any changes that you instituted that were,
“Wow, this is very effective and we will embrace it moving forward long after COVID's gone?”
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RC:

Yeah, absolutely. Some of the biggest things we learned is that some things that other places,
especially third parties may have taken for granted is we know how to run events. They look to us
for expertise on that. And there has yet to be any such thing as over communication. We have
learned that people really are relying on us for the expertise. The more we started talking with
people, they want to have events on campus. They want to do it safe. They don't know how.

[01:01:53]
We know a great deal at this point about how to safely hold an event, and of course how to
navigate all the political red tape, all the bureaucratic things that realistically need to be in place.
Before March 13, 2020, our process was quite simple. If somebody wanted to have an event there
on campus, the immediate response was, “Yes, and here's how we will help you do it.” From that
day forward, it absolutely flipped and reversed. It was, “Can we have an event on campus?” And
the immediate reaction was – which is crazy for us from a customer service standpoint, was it
inverted the process. It was first it was, “No,” and then is, “How.” Before it was, “Yes, and how
to best do it.” So we actually did not have the authority or the ability to hold an event on campus
without going through a lengthy and ultimately necessary approval process that had never existed
for us. ServiceNow, through the technological advances – and I will give a quick shout out to
Steve Funk. I cannot imagine – well, I can, because he kept answering e-mails at 2:00 in the
morning. His office brought the Utah State Proprietary Software ServiceNow light years in
advance to make that work. So what used to be just a simple process, it changed entirely. It went
from being, “Yeah, we got your request. We've received your request. We will now assign you to
a coordinator and we will get some basic information of what your catering needs are, what time,
what your event is, do you have insurance, what the overall impact of your event. Let's help you
have that event succeed,” to we'd receive that event request and say, “You do not have the
approval to hold this event. If this event is to be held, here are the risk mitigation factors, plans,
maps, protocols, and processes that will need to happen.”
[01:04:09]
Without ServiceNow, that may not have been possible. It would have been a manual process,
which would have been far more time consuming. So thanks to Steve Funk and his offices in IT,
that was able to be automated a little bit to where we at least didn't have to have a physical form
moved from one place to the next. And of course with Mike George and Jarrod Larsen with Risk
Management, they were able to give Steve Funk and IT the correct information to where our part
of it was we would send that link to the requesting entity. Typically that part all students and
internal departments to say, “You don't have the approval to hold an event, but here's how you get
to that point.” And we were able to become the experts on how to navigate that, to help explain to
people, “Yes, you can have an event now. It is safe to hold an event, and here's how you do it.”
So that's one of the biggest things, again, to come back to your original question. Was that was
one of the biggest things that we learned was that we took for granted the expertise that we had
gained. We took for granted the hundreds and thousands of hours that we had put into navigating
those processes, and cutting through that red tape, and navigating the appropriate bureaucratic
steps that it put into it. A lot of people hadn't had that experience, so they looked to us. I don't
want to sound so grandiose as to say that they put their lives on their line to look to us. But
realistically, they trusted us, and they continue to trust us to hold an event that they can invite
their family and their loved ones too, and have it be a safe event. That's not something that I took
this job thinking about. To think that somebody would look to me and my office and us as Utah

State representatives to say, “I'd like to host my wedding at Utah State University, and I'd like to
have everybody be alive the next week as well.”
[01:06:08]
So of course that's not something that we consider so grandiose. You know, we're no surgeons.
We have never considered ourselves the end all, be all, most important people in the world. But
there is something to have people look to you to trust you to say, “Can I truly have my event in a
safe manner?” And we can truly look them in the eye and say, “Yes, and we know how to do that,
and we'll help you through that.” Unfortunately, it's not as easy as it used to be. And across the
board, it sure ain't as cheap. Nothing today is the same price as it was in 2019. Nothing.
TW:

Mr. Capener, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

RC:

Thank you, Todd.

[End recording – 1:07:02]
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